Trend of spontaneous abortions in Italy 1980-1991
Dear Sir, Surveying the frequency of spontaneous abortion is relevant in terms of public health. It enables the rapid singling out of an improvement in life standards and in assistance to pregnancy and the possible environmental hazards of pregnancy. Few data are available on temporal trends of spontaneous abortion in Europe and the majority of these have only been analysed over short intervals. In Hungary for the period 1971-1980, the frequency of spontaneous abortion was constant (about eight per 100 pregnancies), except for the period [1974] [1975] [1976] in which the rate increased to 9.6% in 1974 (Czeizel et al., 1984) . In Finland, the frequency increased progressively from 7.8% in 1973 to 10.2% in 1983 (Lindbohm and Hemminki, 1988) .
We have analysed the temporal trends of spontaneous abortion in Italy using data published by Central Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). In Italy spontaneous abortion is denned by law as a termination of pregnancy 180 days or less after the last menstrual period. Since 1980, ISTAT publishes annually the number of spontaneous, induced abortions and births (ISTAT, 1984 (ISTAT, -1993 . On the basis of these data we have analysed trends of spontaneous abortion between 1980-1991 ( Table I ). The spontaneous abortion rate has been calculated using the number of spontaneous abortions as numerator and the total number of pregnancies (i.e. the simple sum of spontaneous and induced abortions plus births) as denominator. Rates according to maternal age have been also analysed for index years and a direct standardization has been done according to maternal age, taking the population of 1982 as reference.
The rate of spontaneous abortion increased from 6.3/100 pregnancies in 1980 to 7.6/100 pregnancies in 1991. Age standardized rates were largely similar to the crude ones. This increase was generally constant during the study period and was similar across all age ranges (Table II) . For example the rates of spontaneous abortion in women aged 20-24 and 35-39 years were 4.9 and 8.5 in 1982 and 5.6 and 10.2 in 1989 respectively. The rates of spontaneous abortion observed in the early 1990s in this study were similar to the rates reported from France (Couturier etai, 1994) .
Part of the increase is probably due to more accurate diagnosis of subclinical abortions, connected to the routine use of ultrasound examination and human chorionic gonadotrophin (HCG) assay. However, the increase in the rates of spontaneous abortion has been observed since the early 1980s, whereas ultrasound examination for bleeding early in pregnancy only became widely used in Italy during the late 1980s. 'Mario Negri', via Eritrea, 62-20157 Milano, 3 Clinica Ostetrica Ginecologica Universita di Verond, Verona, Italy.
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•Standardized for age. b data for the Piemont region not included. na = not available (for these years some data for strata of age were not available). 
